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One of the most important decisions that a labo­
ratory responding to a mass fatality event will 
have to make is whether to treat the incident as 
a humanitarian effort, civil incident, or criminal 
matter. This decision will drive chain-of-custody 
requirements. Exhibit 19 describes some of these 
issues. 

Most public forensic laboratories have a chain-of­
custody system in place, and generally it makes 
sense to use the existing system as a foundation 
in a mass fatality incident response, modifying 
the processes as necessary (particularly if the 
movement of samples must be tracked to and 
from multiple laboratories). It is also important to 
keep in mind when establishing documentation 
processes for tracking the provenance of samples 
that personal effects provided as reference sam­
ples can be incorrectly characterized by loved 
ones as having been used solely by the victim. It 
is not unusual for mixed DNA profiles to be found 
on shared intimate items, such as toothbrushes. 
As previously mentioned, these types of mixed 
profiles can also reveal that family members may 
have had incorrect assumptions about biological 
relationships, so it is helpful to have a policy in 
place to deal with such discoveries.  

In a transportation mass fatality event, for 
example, collecting samples can be complicated 
because people who are traveling usually have 
their personal effects with them, and these can 
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be lost or contaminated at the scene. In this case, 
additional DNA testing, such as mitochondrial 
DNA (mtDNA), may help to resolve identifications 
by grouping maternally linked victims. 

In planning for a mass fatality incident response, 
it is important to consider how samples will be 
accessioned into the laboratory. Laboratories are 
likely to maintain higher efficiency if their existing 
Laboratory Information Management System 
(LIMS) can be used for handling mass disaster 
samples. (See chapter 9 of this report for a 
discussion of LIMS systems.) When evaluating 
whether a forensic LIMS can be adapted to a 
mass fatality incident, the laboratory director 
should consider whether: 

■	 The mass fatality samples can be segregated 
from regular casework samples. (The laborato­
ry likely will want to track casework and mass 
fatality samples and metrics separately.) 

■	 Numbering should begin with “1” or a different 
numbering sequence should be established to 
designate mass fatality incident samples as 
separate from casework samples. (It is helpful 
for mass fatality incident samples to be num­
bered sequentially, not mixed with routine 
casework numbers.) 

■	 The LIMS can support a single sample being 
given more than one sample number and can 
support cross-referencing multiple sample 
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Although it is important to correctly identify a sample, strict chain-of-custody proce­
dures and documentation may not be required. This can simplify and streamline 
processes—particularly among multiple laboratories—but this scenario may require 
new sample tracking processes. 

Most mass fatality incidents have a civil component—i.e., the need to issue death cer­
tificates. Chain-of-custody procedures and documentation are required, but they are 
less stringent than for incidents considered as criminal matters. This scenario may allow 
simplification/streamlining of the sample handling processes and may (or may not) 
require new processes. 

Some mass fatality incidents (e.g., acts of terrorism) are criminal matters, and there­
fore, they require rigorous chain-of-custody procedures and documentation. Public 
forensic DNA laboratories currently have established chain-of-custody systems that 
can be used. 
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